Harm reduction in prison settings:
A relevant approach to reduce HIV transmission?
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Harm reduction defines a set of policies and interventions aiming
to address the adverse health consequences associated with
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1. Prisoners are disproportionally affected by HIV
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3. Access to health services is a fundamental
human right

• Global prison population (2018): 10.7 M (Roy Walmsley, 2018)
•
• Global HIV prevalence (2017): 3.4% (Sayyah et al., 2019)

Principle of equivalence of healthcare (N. Mandela rules)
•

drug use. Compared to the general population, prisoners are
disproportionally affected by HIV. Thanks to its strong emphasis

–

Rule 24: “Prisoners should enjoy the same standards of health
care that are available in the community and should have access

2. Prison health is a major concern for public health

on public health and human rights principles, harm reduction can

to necessary health-care services free of charge without

effectively reduce transmission of HIV inside prison settings.

discrimination on the grounds of their legal status.” (United

INTRODUCTION
• Harm reduction ?

• Usually temporary stay with return to community (general population)
• 60% of people who inject drugs had a history of incarceration globally
(Degenhardt et al., 2017)

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015)
•

A right mentioned in the international law and conventions and

• OST available in 54 countries (Sander et al., 2019)

recognized by medical ethics regulations (World Health Organisation,

• Syringe distribution in 10/86 countries (Sander et al., 2019)

2013)

• A set of policies, services, and, interventions aiming to reduce

Figure 3: Relations between
prison health and public health,
adapted from (Kamarulzaman et
al., 2016)

adverse health consequences associated with drug use and/or
sexual behaviors, whether legal or illegal (Harm Reduction

•

Syringe distribution in Spanish prisons: HIV prevalence decreased to
8.5% (21% initially) without increasing drug abuse behaviors (FerrerCastro et al., 2012)

CONCLUSIONS

International, 2020)

• From a public health and human rights perspective, harm

• Based on human rights and public health principles
• Examples include testing and counselling, treatment and care,
syringe distribution programs, opioid substitution therapy,..
• Is harm reduction a relevant approach to reduce HIV
transmission inside prisons?

reduction is a relevant approach to address the HIV problem in
Figure 1 and 2:
Adapted from
(Harm
Reduction
International,
2019)

prison settings.
• One major challenge would be the implementation of some harm
reduction interventions given the high variability in regulations and
political will across countries.
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